Chapter 1: The Arcade

A man swore and hit the front of a Galaga machine. Sage Gunner rolled his eyes and then refocused them on Dig-Dug. He'd been here for at least an hour. It was kind of sad at this point. I don't know how an arcade that's been in Indiana since the 80s can hold someone's interest for this long. It was June though, it's not like he had anything better to do. No homework was great, but all of the attention everyone gave him at high school was gone.

Sage lost his last life to one of those stupid dragons. Sage just sighed and stared at the screen, zoning out again. He snapped himself out of it, and then looked around and spotted a kid with brown hair from school staring at him. What was his name again? Noah? Will? Something generic and nerdy, Sage thought.

"What?" Sage asked simply. The kid awkwardly pointed to the Dig-Dug machine Sage was now leaning his arm on. Sage quickly moved away to let him play, and let himself zone out again while staring at the screen. The kid looked up at Sage in-between rounds, thinking that he was getting annoyed. Eventually, Sage noticed this.

"Oh, sorry if it feels like I'm rushing you. I just zoned out for a second." He said. The kid looked relieved. Sage's reputation was most likely known by this kid. What was his name? Sage couldn't stand not asking.

"What's your name?" He finally asked. "Oh, uhhh..." The kid was caught off guard and lost his last life too. "Evan Vincent." He said, still staring at the screen to avoid eye contact, even though the machine was only showing the (very exciting) title screen. There was some silence for a moment. "Why?" Evan asked nervously, forcing himself to move his nervous blue eyes near Sage's face. "Oh, I just forgot, and it was annoying me." He said. "Oh." Evan said, bravely making eye contact with Sage's dull, gray eyes now.

More awkward silence was interrupted by an overrated Imagine Dragons song. Sage had set different songs for each of the people on his contacts, so he immediately knew that this was Scarlett Ember. "What do you want?" Sage asked. Evan looked around as if he didn't know whether to leave or not. His indecisiveness vanished after he heard the panic in her voice. "THERE'S A-" Ember swore, and then cut herself off.

"Ember, calm down, and don't swear, there's children eavesdropping on me." He said, looking at Evan and smiling a bit, as if to let him know it was a joke. Evan forced himself to smile back nervously. "Just...just come to the forest. There's a weird...girl...and..." Ember stumbled. Sage felt a bit of urgency, as Ember wasn't usually easily frightened. Then, he thought this might just be one of her stupid pranks. Might as well get it over with. 

"Ember, I know very well the only weird girl I'm gonna find in these woods is you and your stupid pranks, but I know much effort you put into them, so I'll come and see." He said, hanging up the phone. Evan looked scared. "She didn't sound like she was lying." Said Evan. "That's her specialty." Said Sage, and he started to walk off to the woods, shoving the rest of his quarters in his pocket. Sage looked behind him, and saw Evan staring at him leave, clearly deciding what to do.

"What if she's really in trouble?" Asked Evan. Sage sighed. "Look, I know she isn't, but if you really wanna go, then you can, I guess. Just tell your parents or whatever." He said. Evan looked annoyed. "I'm 18, you know." Retaliated Evan. "Yeah, so am I, but I actually look like it." Said Sage, pointing at Evan's cheesy striped blue shirt that his mom clearly bought for him years ago. Evan blushed and walked with Sage for a while thinking of a way to retaliate. "Well...you're trying too hard to be edgy." Evan said, pointing at Sage's black jacket that matched his hair.

This was such a pathetic response that Sage suddenly stopped walking just to look at Evan. "This is literally just a jacket." Sage pointed out, even thought Evan had just done the same. "I'm bad at comebacks." Said Evan, nervous once again. "It's fine. We all have strengths and weaknesses." Said Sage, resuming walking again. "I bet you don't have any weaknesses." Evan said. "You have no idea." Sage said, with a bit of a laugh. They were at the parking lot now, and Sage got in the driver's seat. Evan looked at him, as if not knowing what a car was. "Come on and get in the car, child." Sage said. Evan got in the passenger's seat, even though he felt like he belonged in the back.


Chapter 2: The Willow Woods

After a short drive to the woods, Sage and Evan were out of the car and walking down the trail. "Where in the woods exactly are you?" Sage said to Ember on the phone. "How the hell would I know?" Ember responded. Before Sage had time to make an unfunny remark, they spotted Ember's green plaid shirt and long red hair, along with an unfamiliar girl with dark brown hair.

"So, Ember, what's your paid actor going to do for us?" Sage asked. Ember turned her green eyes and finger to point at Evan. "Who's this?" She asked, quickly. "Some kid that wanted to join, why?" Sage responded. "Just wondered. Stop distracting me." Said Ember, still not fully composed. Ember sighed, and put her hands on her head. There was a long pause before she spoke.

"She-says-she's-from-another-dimension-but-she-was-banished-from-it-and-she-has-superpowers-but-she-ran-away-before-they-could-take-them-away-from-her." Ember said really fast, with a sigh of relief afterwards.

Sage lowered his eyebrows at Ember. "Okay, where's the funny part? Is there a trapdoor under me or something? Are you going to say that necklace you are wearing secretly makes me levitate?" Sage asked, referring to Ember's golden necklace, which contained her grandma's ashes. "No! I SWEAR I'm not lying! She told me all of this and then she made rocks fly. She needs a place to stay." Ember explained, her freckles being strained by her own impatience. "Okay, then make me fly." Sage said, finally looking at the dark brown haired girl's matching brown eyes.

Then she lifted her arm and made Sage start to fly. Sage broke his own rule and started to swear, also flinging his arms around for good measure. The girl eventually set him back down. Evan was smiling wide like meeting Santa, Ember looked like she was fighting off a panic attack, and Sage was simply staring at the girl.

"Who are you?" Sage asked, in awe. "Willow." She said, extending a hand to Sage. Sage shook it, and while he did, Willow said, "Nice to meet you, Gunner." This made Sage abruptly stop the handshake. "Did you tell her my last name?" Sage demanded. Ember wildly shook her head no, now also smiling, clearly amused. Evan stood there at a loss for words, though taking the situation better than anyone else.

"Like I said, she needs a place to stay." Said Ember, slower than she had spoken during the whole conversation, clearly calmer now. "Yeah, and new clothes. She must be freezing." Said Sage, pointing out her red tank top and skirt. Sage looked at Ember for a moment, noticing she had an eyebrow up while smiling. That usually meant Sage hadn't fully processed the situation yet.

"NO. NO WAY." He said, realizing what was going on. "What?" Evan said, confused more by Sage then the revelation of an entirely new dimension. "We're roommates, and-" Ember said, but was interrupted by Sage. "We're not dating. It's just cheaper. But there's NO WAY you're letting your new girlfriend stay with us." Sage finished. Ember gave Sage a little shove. "She has SUPERPOWERS! Come ON, Sage! She NEEDS us!" Ember said, with a tone in her voice that was much sweeter than she actually was.

Ember was clearly never going to let Sage live this down if he said no, (which he could say no, because he payed more than half the rent,) but he didn't want to let his friend down. Then he looked at Willow, who was clearly in bad shape, with her hair all messed up, and the look in her eyes was clearly that of hunger and fear. Finally, he looked at Evan. He was so hopeful and innocent, he just wanted to see the cool girl do superhero stuff. Evan's eyes sealed the deal.

"FINE." Sage said to Ember, for probably the hundredth time. Ember fistbumped and cheered. "Thank you." Willow said, with a smile.


Chapter 3: The House

Sage hopped in the driver's seat, and Evan got in the passenger's seat. Willow hopped in the back, but Ember walked to the passenger's seat and saw Evan there. "Oh, sorry, uh, I can get out if you want." Evan quickly said. Ember stared at him and smiled, almost like something clicked in her head. "No...no. You stay there. It's fine." Ember said with a huge smile on her face. Evan looked confused, and Ember gladly sat in the back with Willow.

"So, do you wanna tell us some more about your whole...thing you got going on?" Sage asked Willow, starting to drive. "It's pretty much like Earth, except we have telekinesis and read minds when we have physical contact." She said. "Why did you get kicked out?" Sage asked. "Oh, I killed my abusive dad with my powers." Willow said with a smile. "I don't know whether I should congratulate you or fear for my life." Sage responded, though clearly thinking the first option.

They arrived at Sage and Ember's house, and walked inside. The house only contained 3 bedrooms, each very small, and a single bathroom, kitchen, basement, and living room. Sage and Evan sat on a couch, while Ember and Willow sat on another. The couches definitely weren't big enough to sleep on laying down. Sage flicked on a random sports channel, though he wasn't even into sports himself. He wasn't used to having guests.

"Feel free to eat, I guess." Sage said. Willow immediately got up and grabbed a bag of Cheetos and orange juice, and this triggered everyone else to explore the snack selection. Sage grabbed some spicy Doritos and Mountain Dew, Evan grabbed nacho cheese Doritos and Sprite, and Ember grabbed the Doritos bag out of Sage's hand, too lazy to find the exact flavor herself. Sage sighed and went to grab another.

Sage put on Stranger Things for the probably 20th time, and scrolled on his phone, reading whatever Twitter decided to tell him to hate this week. Evan leaned over his shoulder and read what his username was, and took out his own phone to follow him. The second Sage got the notification, he looked at Evan and lowered his eyebrows, readjusting his position so Evan couldn't eavesdrop as easily. Ember, on the other hand, was surprised to see that everything on Willow's phone was normal. No weird alternate reality versions of apps or anything. Ember and Willow quickly and excitedly exchanged every possible username they could.

Evan noticed the blue and white electric guitar in the room. "You play guitar?" Evan asked, surprised. Sage set down his phone and looked at Evan for a second, clearly not knowing what to say. "I mean...yeah...I do stuff." Sage said, having never told anyone besides Ember. "And he sings." Ember said, and laughed and ran out of the room with Willow, headed towards her room. "You do?" Evan said, a bit too excitedly. Sage went a bit red, and clearly hated Ember's guts. "Yeah. I know. It's stupid." Sage said, leaning back, letting himself start to fall off the couch a bit. "N-no, I think it's really REALLY cool." Evan said. Sage quickly turned his face away from Evan to pick up the guitar, though not to play it, but to move it to his room, out of sight. "It's not that cool." Sage mumbled.

Evan followed Sage to his room, and they both sat down on his bed. "No, really, it's really cool." Evan said. There was one of those pauses again, but this time, it gave off a different vibe then awkwardness. "Can I..." Evan stopped mid sentence, and debated whether the obvious question that he had was worth asking, as the answer would never be anything but no. Sage knew what was coming, too. "Can you play it? Like...for me?" Evan asked, looking at the ground. Sage sighed, and picked up the guitar. Evan didn't notice he had until he heard the first notes play. Evan quickly looked up, shocked and a bit stressed, not expecting a performance inside of this tiny bedroom, alone. Sage repeated the first few measures of the song, trying to make himself sing. Finally, the words managed to escape his mouth.

"Welcome to your life. There's no turning back."

----------

After the performance was done, Evan was sitting there, staring back at the eyes that had stared at him the entire time, in awe. Sage sat down his guitar, and awkwardly stood there, hand on his shoulder, with a little smirk on his face. "That was amazing." Evan finally managed to say in a whisper. Sage was the one smiling now.

Ember burst into the room and said, "Willow called the guest room." and immediately closed the door again. Sage sighed and looked at Evan. "I can sleep on the floor." Evan said quickly.

Sage gave Evan a few of his pillows and blankets to sleep on the floor with. It's not like he needed them anyway, it was too hot for that.


Chapter 3: The Alone Time


When Evan woke up, his immediate thought was to take his morning shower, but he realized he hadn't packed to stay here. He saw Sage still in bed, and found Ember and Willow playing Super Smash Bros Ultimate. "Can I borrow your car to get my stuff?" Evan asked Ember. After Ember swore at the game, she said, "Yeah, go ahead." and threw the keys to him. It was weird how everyone treated Evan like he'd been their friend for years and not hours.

Sage woke up and looked at the spot where Evan slept. "Where's Evan?" He asked, walking into the living room. "Took the car to get his stuff." Ember said, letting her voice slowly slow down, realizing she had just given Sage's car to a random kid, expecting Sage to get mad. "O-oh, okay." Sage said, thinking that Evan had simply left to live his normal life. He didn't expect him to come back for hi-

He stopped himself before he could think about it anymore. He was only coming back for Willow. That's all there was to it. Sage decided to take a shower, to drown out all of his thoughts.

Evan arrived back at the house, and found Ember and Willow nowhere to be seen. He assumed they were probably just in their room together. He set his bag of stuff in Sage's room, and laid on his bed. He didn't know why he came back. Well, he did, but it wasn't a good reason. It wasn't like Sage cared about him. He didn't care about anyone. Just then, Willow opened the door, unannounced. "Can I talk to you? In private?" She asked. "It's about Sage."

Sage continued to shower, drowning out any positive thoughts he could. It's not like he deserved them. It's not like anyone cared about him. He tried not to care about anyone in return. He could keep every negative thought to himself, and he was glad he could. He could make himself have to live with them. Nobody could stop them, nobody would know. Nobody could read his mind.

"Shit." He mumbled to himself, quickly wrapping up the shower.

"...and that's when I saw him slip and fall down the slide a SECOND time!" Willow said, laughing. "Shhhh, keep it down! He'll hear us!" Evan said, trying to suppress his laughter. "That's all you wanted to tell me?" Evan said, relieved. When Willow said "in private" he was scared Sage was mad at him or something. He didn't expect something you'd see on a fail compilation. Sage burst into the room to see Evan and Willow badly suppressing their laughter.

"What? What's so funny?" Sage asked. "Nothing." Willow said, in a beautiful, "I-would-never-do-anything-bad" voice that was so obviously fake. "I'm gonna go take a sh-shower." Evan said, holding back a laugh mid-sentence, trying to escape Sage before he laughed again. Sage stared at Willow for a second, wondering what to do. Willow seemed to read his mind, even without touching him.

"I know what you're going through. I'll never tell anyone." Willow said, suddenly serious. Sage remembered her bringing up her abusive dad. He didn't know why he was being so stupid about worrying. "Don't be so hard on yourself all the time." Willow said, hugging him, and then walking out of the room. Sage stood there, and tried not to cry.


Chapter 5: The Pool


Willow went to watch Ember chop some wood outside, and Evan watched Sage make some music. "You and Ember have really cool jobs." Evan said, after Sage had finished recording. "Better than most." He replied. Evan didn't even have a job yet, but he didn't feel like bringing that up.

Evan was swinging his legs back and forth while laying on the bed, propping his face up with his hands, staring up at Sage. Sage just stood there, playing the guitar for probably an hour already at this point.

"It's so hot, I can't stand it." Sage said, finally setting down his guitar, and looking longingly out the window. He unzipped his jacket a little more to try to get more air in. "Why don't you just take your jacket off?" Evan asked. "I'm not wearing anything underneath." Sage replied with a laugh. "O-oh?" Evan said, confused.

Who the hell only wears a jacket? It did look like a really thin jacket, though, and Evan should've noticed, seeing how far down the zipper went. Evan's legs stopped swinging, and Sage took notice. "Are you hot too?" Sage asked. "Yeah...?" Evan said, not sure where this was going. "There's a pool in the backyard, if you want." Sage said. "Yes." Evan said, very quickly and too excitedly. Sage laughed and took off his jacket. "I'll go change." Sage said, grabbing a pair of swimming trunks, leaving Evan to process what just happened.

Luckily, Evan had packed a pair of trunks, too. He packed as if he was taking a long vacation, so there was a lot of things he would probably never use packed too. He nervously took off his shirt last, and walked outside of the room, to see Sage at the door waiting for him. He couldn't help but going red immediately, for multiple reasons.

Evan just stood there and stared at him for a few seconds. Sage just looked at Evan's face, smiling, waiting for him to snap himself back to reality. That made Sage smile, and his own smile made him go a bit red, too. Evan looked up at Sage's face after a while, and said. "Sorry, uh, w-which way?" while crossing his arms together, nervously, not knowing what to do with them. Sage simply motioned Evan to follow him.

They walked for a bit until they reached the pool. It wasn't huge or anything, but that was probably a good thing. It was already getting dark, so the pool lights were the brightest thing there. Sage got in the pool, and Evan made sure to give him some space before he went in. Sage started doing a few fancy swimming moves that Evan had no idea how to do. He didn't even know any of their names. "I can barely even swim." Evan said, embarrassed. "You're fine, don't worry." Sage said, feeling bad and stopping. Sage looked up at the stars for a second, and then looked back at the pool water. This was way more moody than he had anticipated.

Evan saw Sage, and moved closer to him. "What's wrong, Sage?" He asked. Sage stayed silent. "Sage?" Evan repeated. "Stop saying my name." Sage said, in a different tone than he had used before. "Why?" Evan said, nervous he had done something wrong again. "I just..." Sage muttered. He turned and looked at Evan. "Why do you..." He started.

Sage tried to think of the best words. He thought for a long time. He could say so many things, and he thought that all of them weren't even what he meant. He ignored the words that he knew already. Why do you care about me? That was one that kept coming back to him. But he knew why. There wasn't any reason to ask. He just liked him as a person. He couldn't comprehend why or how, but he understood that he did. He couldn't stand making Evan feel like this was one-sided. He couldn't keep up this act of not caring. Sage cared about Evan, but Sage also cared about himself. For the first time in a long time.

"Why are you so fucking adorable?" Sage asked, before he even had time to process what he was saying. Evan stood there staring at him. He couldn't find the right words to respond to what Sage just said, but he did know how to respond to one thing. "You swore!" Evan said, laughing. They both floated in the water, staring into each other's eyes, in shock of each other.

"Why are YOU so..." Evan started, but couldn't make himself say anything. Words weren't his thing. "So..." He continued to try to say something, but couldn't. Surprising himself abandoned his efforts, lunging forward and hugging Sage tight. Sage hugged him back, and held on for a long time. Eventually, when the hug started to break, Sage's hands followed Evan's arms as they left, and grabbed onto both hands before they could leave him.

"I fucking love you." Sage finally said with a laugh. "I fucking love you too." Evan agreed, and he leaned forward to kiss him.


